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Abstract

PEERS Project
Providing Education for Everyone in Regular Schools

A statewide systems change project for the integration of students with
severe disabilities

Patrick Campbell Ann Halvorsen, Ed.D. Tom Neary
Director Regional Regional
Coordinator Coordinator
Steve Johnson Suzanne Gilbert Susann Terry-
Gage
Administrator Regional Coordinator Project
Consultant

The PEERS Project has been a five year collaborative systems change
project through the California Department of Education in coordination with
California State Universities at Hayward and Sacramento, designed to
facilitate the integration of students with severe disabilities in California who
had been attending special centers, and later, the inclusion of students into
general education who had been attending special classes in regular schools.
This project also assisted in the improvement of the integration of students
already on regular school sites, and was instrumental in establishing full
inclusion programs in participating educational agencies. Over the course of
the project, more than 3000 students with severe disabilities made the
transition from special ceriters to age-appropriate, regular schosi sites and/or
general education classrooms. Implementation sites were developed in each
participating Special Education Local Plan Area (SELPA) or LEA. Multiple
related outcomes occurred: 1) Development and dissemination of 17
products including coilaborative manuals with the California Research
Institute, book chapters, journal articles, research instruments, a week-long
inclusion institute training module, integration needs assessment process,
implementation site listing; 2) training and technical assistance were
provided to 200 non PEERS local education agencies, which, combined with
250 PEERS LEAS resulted in a total project effort with 450 of the state's 1040
LEAS. Sixty-three other state, regional and local organizations were also
direct recipients of PEERS services, and information was disseminated
through conferences, workshops newsletters and related media to
approximately 181,000 individuals nationwide; 3) CDE pupil count and
Coordinated Compliance Review procedures were revised to obtain accurate,
meaningful data on integration, and 4) training, materials and technical
assistance were provided to the CDE Special Education Division to ensure

longevity of project efforts and continuity of support for statewide integration
systems change.

Further information of project activities and outcomes may be obtained from:
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Iv.
Project Goals and objectives

All objectives have been met or exceeded their targets according to proposed
timelines.
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Theoretical/Conceptual Framework for the PEERS Project:

Facilitating Locally Owned Change
This section and VB are based on two chapters authored by Dr. Ann
Halvorsen and included in the manual Systems change: A review of

effective practices (Karasoff, T., Alwell, M. & Halvorsen, A, 1992), a joint
CRI-PEERS Product.

Rationale:

True systems change to support the integration of students with
severe disabilities within their home schools and communities is
synonymous with local ownership of that change. The common
understanding and operationalizing of this concept is clear across all of
the funded systems change projects. Historically, from the societal
change strategies of the 1960's War_on Poverty to the current discussion
of Enterprise Zones designed to effect meaningful change in inner City
communities, the overriding theme has been the importance of indigenous
leadership and direction for the design of change. This theme runs as well
through the school reform literature, and is a critical component of school
restructuring demonstrations as well as the American 2000 initiative.
(Sailor, 1991, Smith, Hunter & Shrag, 1991).

It reflects good common sense. Clearly, for reform to occur, a
district or school must have internal investment in that process, which
must in turn reflect and define the district's local vision. In the absence
of that local vision, plans often go awry. The exemplary efforts of a rural
community to include and support all of their students within general
educaticn classes cannot simply be transplanted to an inner City district
with its crumbling physical plants and near-bankrupt finances. The
planning process may be quite similar, and the desired best practices as
well as the outcomes for students in inclusive settings will have many of
the same features, but the markers along the way need to reflect the
distinct characteristics and the context of each community.

For this to occur, the key stakeholders in the local district must
direct the process. While advocacy and litigation have served as catalysts
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for change across the United States, these in themselves tend to result in
reform of mere pieces of system, such as a new integrated program in one
school, or for one group of children, rather than of the system itself.
Eventually, in this scenario, repeated advocacy efforts are needed to
| support student transitions, or the introduction of additional students to
the program. As some point local ownership and planning are needed to
move from an adversarial relationship between one group and the system,
to lasting internal change.

Similarly, external change agents such as project personnel can
facilitate, but not direct the change process. Only the key stakeholders
have the required expertise and intimate knowledge of the school
community to articulate the philosophy and mission. Superintendents and
Board Members know, for example, whether policies exist which may
inhibit or provide disincentives to integration as well as how rapidly the
district is growing, where new schools are planned, etc. Principals and
teachers need to assess their own knowledge base, support and inservice
needs; parents are the best informed regarding their children's educational
priorities.  Facilities and transportation personnel have invaluable
information to contribute to the change process. The list goes on, but the
critical players will differ from community to community and reflect both
the vision and the specific nature of each district's concerns.

A locally-driven effort allows for these expressions of concern, and
provides the vehicle to address multiple issues throughout the change
process. We can expect that individuals will come to the process with
differing levels of concern, such as those described by the Concerns-Based
Adoption Mode! (CBAM) (Hord, 1987). In this model, six stages of concern,
from awareness ("What are you talking about?") to refocusing ("l can think
of some ways we could improve on what we've developed so far") are
described, with strategies to respond for each level. A process for
hearing, analyzing, and addressing concerns is inherent to local cwnership,
and is discussed below.

Once a local vision for change is established an external facilitator
such as a systems change coordinator, university consultant or model
demonstration project can provide guidance and assistance toward
realizing that vision.
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Activities to facilitate locally owned change

Ownership Defined

What are the elements of local ownership? The essential features
which we have observed are leadership, commitment at each level,
participation and investment in the planning process, and the fit between
inclusion and overall district reform/restructuring.

Leadership

Five years ago, in the large urban district of Oakland, California,
there were three categorically grouped segregated centers serving nearly
500 students with severe multiple disabilities from preschool through 22
years of age. Despite overtures by two local universities, critical state
and federal compliance reviews and numerous mediations/ fair hearings
on LRE issues. the district offered only a handful of integrated classes in
its nearly 100 schools. An application was submitted to PEERS, (Providing
Education for Everyone in Regular Schools) California's statewide systems
change project for technical assistance in its first year, which coincided
with the district's selection of a new Director of Special Education by the
Superintendent. The Director accepted the offer with the Superintendent's
assurances that change toward integration would be a priority. Within
nine months, more than 300 students previously served in isolated centers
were attending a range of integrated options in their local schools. Now
four years later, the one remaining center has half of its classes used by
general education students. There are over 45 integrated programs, many
of which are inclusive in nature. Leadership was the first key to an
opening for lasting change. This director's proactive leadership was
characterized by several markers 1) a personal vision for integration
grounded in an effective schools framework, 2) a commitment and sense
of urgency to realize that vision, 3) an ability to listen and respond to
any individual's concern, and to demonstrate her valuing of each concern,
4) demonstrated credibility with her peers and superiors in the district,
and 5) her problem - solving orientation. One example: She was able to
guide the district's instructional cabinet toward adopting a policy where
special education students who are included for one or more periods a day
"count" in the teacher's contractual class size, even though they do not
~count" for general education ADA purposes under the state's funding
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model. The implications of this are clear: Once 30 students are included,
a new general education teacher will be required. This Director was able
to convince the cabinet to commit to and adopt the policy despite the
LEA's financial constraints.

Commitment

Jwnership needs commitment at both grass roots and upper
adm.nistrative levels, as well as everything in between. This can be
fostered by strong leadership at the superintendent, director or board
level. For example, consider a recent case in a high growth suburban
California district. Most students with moderate to severe disabilities
had attended county-operated programs, the majority of which were
situated outside the district until two events occurred during the same
year: 1) an active parent was elected to the district's Board of Education
and 2) the county placed a team-taught kindergarten, developed by a
general and special educator, in one of the district's schools. The Board
began to question the costs of the county program and to hear more about
inclusive/integrated options from everyone involved with the
kindergarten, at the same time as real grass roots support at the school
level began to stimulate inclusion of those kindergartners in first grade
and beyond. A year later, other students are being included in middle
school: a team is working on short and long term plans to serve all the
students who now attend county-operated programs; the Director is
retiring and a new proactive replacement is being sought, and
collaboration among these special education activities and district
restructuring efforts is evident.

Participation in the planning process will also assist in developing
investment: in the goals of that process, and is discussed in detail below.
However, all of us can recall instances where change agents have
attempted to work around key players when those individuals were
considered to be counterproductive to the process. We must emphasize
that creative techniques for obtaining at minimum the representation of
ali constituencies is essential to the success of the process. A decade
ago in one major urban district, systems change and LEA staff made a
decision to "work around" a center principal, to basically ignore him
during the change process. The problems engendered by this approach
were several: a) people hadn't recognized his large base of support, and
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the subsequent backlash against integration efforts, b) a rumor mill
became rampant, i.e., those left out of the process began making up their
own stories about what was developing, and c¢) this constituency had less
opportunity than anyone for their concerns to be heard. Perhaps as a
direct result of this error, that center remained open with two or three
classes for 8 years beyond the integration of 800 other students
throughout the district.

r rin nd reform

The Regular Education Initiative (REI) of recent years (Will, 1986;
Wang, 1988) was problematic in that the impetus for the reform came
primarily from within Special Education (Sailor, 1991). What the REI
lacked, to some extent, was correspondence with the concurrent effective
schools reform in general education.

New opportunities exist today for a truly shared agenda (Sailor,
1991, Sailor, Gee & Karasoff, 1993). The language of change in both
general -and special education has become increasingly similar, as
educators discuss instructional and curricular processes such as
cooperative learning, and thematic activity-based instruction, and look to
share resources by infusing programs into the whole, with inclusion of all
students as a part of each school (Servatius, Fellows & Kelly, 1992;
Schattman & Benay, 1992).

Inclusion and integration make the most sense to educators when
they aie seen as a part of the 'arger context, where all students benefit.
It is incumbent on special educators to examine the fit between their
goals and those of general education at state, district and local levels,
and to move toward greater alignment of these, using many of the
strategies outlined in this and upcoming sections of the manual.

Facilitator's BRole
External change agents, such as systems change project personnel,
can foster the development of leadership, commitment, stakeholder

participation and alignment with restructuring elements if the initial
stages of these exist, and as long as this "external authority” is not
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substituted for the expertise of local practitioners (Elmore & MclLaughlin,
1988). Facilitators can do this through several activities. They may

1) Co-present with staff about integration to critical groups e.g.
Boards of Education, Superintendents, Teachers Association, parent
advocacy organizations, etc.

2)  Provide resources and materials for internal use and training e.g.
videotapes, articles, research reports, etc.

3) Share resources such as sample plans and best practice guidelines
from similar districts.

4) Connect LEA with any local IHE resources for inservice training, and
evaluation purposes.

5)  Assist with initial needs assessment process to examine the status
of existing integration/inclusion in the LEA by accompanying
director others on district program visits, telking with staff,
discussing needs informally becoming visible in the LEA.

6) Review LEA Strategic Plan and suggest to Superintendent/Director
areas where special education plans could be more fully
incorporated.

7) Brainstorm with Director and core steering committee how to
develop a district wide integration planning group or "support team,”
which constituencies should be represented, how selection process
will occur, charge and status of the group, as well as the governance
approval process for recommendations and plans developed.

Participation of Key Constituencies

For all of the LEAS and SELPAS involved in California's PEERS
systems change efforts, the involvement of stakeholders in the process
was a standard element. As we discussed earlier, the climate for change
is enhanced by the local contribution and investment that result from this
participation.
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lopin Representative Gr

How a district-wide task force or support team is formed will

impact directly on its future effectiveness. Several questions can guide
districts in this process:

1.

Which organizations/ departments/ groups need to participate in the
plan?

This decision should be made by the Superintendent with the
Director. The groups selected should reflect the nature of the
community and probable local priorities or issues. For example, in
Solano County, California, where the development of integrated
preschool options was the top priority, the Integration Support Team
reflected that direction. Invited participants included: parents,
district/county office of education administrators and teachers,
private preschool providers for typical students, federal/ state-
funded preschool providers (Headstart, child development centers),
the Early Childhood Education Department and lab school at the local
community college, Recreation Department personnel, and so on.
These were the people whose buy-in and contributions would be
essential to the viability of future options.

How will representatives of these organizations be selected?

This process will reflect both the status and intent of the effort.
For example, if a letter comes from the Superintendent of the LEA to
the organization/department requesting appointment of a
representative, this implies top level district ownership and high
status of the task force, and selection of the representative can be
left to the group itself. However, if the participation of individuals
with specific expertise or interest in integration is preferred, then
a follow-up phone call by the Director could be made with
suggestions of specific individuals. The role of the members
(liaison, contributor, communicator) should also be delineated in
these initial contacts. ‘

How will the charge of the task force be communicated to them and
throughout the LEA?
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It is critical that participants understand the group's purpose from
the outset. The initial Superintendent's letter should state this
clearly, e.g. "to design and initiate implementation of quality
integrated programming for all students". The LEA also needs to
have a strategy for initial meetings where the local vision for
integration will be articulated.

4 Where does the task force fit within the district hierarchy?

The system for the revision, approval or adoption of the mission and
plans developed needs to be in place and communicated to all
stakeholders. Local governance structures will determine the
process. In a single district, the hierarchy will be straightfcrward
through the levels of the administration to the Board of Education.
In multi-LEA consortia or intermediate units this process may be
more complex - e.g. through a Directors' Steering Committee to a
Superintendents' Council and a Joint Powers Board of Education. '
Whatever the process, its steps should be clear to all participants.
Too often, teachers and implementors are not informed of their
administrations approval process, and are left to wonder who
created this policy or that program, or what happened to the
outcome of their department's curriculum committee.

rafion k For ration
The functions of the task force are multiple:
1) Developing the vision for change

2) Assessing the current status of integration district-wide in relation
to the vision

3) Consensus building: Moving from mission and needs assessment to
policy and goals

4) Collaboration across constituencies to develop an implementation
plan which reflects ali key areas

Facilitating Locally Owned/ Halvorsen 93
v4. 3/25/93

ERIC Y




5)

6)

Interfacing with existing district and building level restructuring
processes and

Assisting in implementation of the change process at site levels.

Developing the vision for change

It's critically important that districts define their vision for
inclusion, e.g.: same age, home school, full-time regular education
placement with support, and notes that the operational assumptions
of this definition are a) that labels do not define placement and 2)
that financial and program support must follow students into the
general education classroom. Each district has its definition for
integrated education, and a variety of strategies for moving in that
direction, using PEERS guidelines as benchmarks.

Districts reported that the local vision resuited from a group
consensus regarding the desired student outcomes of integrated
programs. PEERS staff concentrated on building a common
philosophical base in each school for inclusive education values.
Strategies they employed included sharing videos and visiting
programs where the vision is "being actualized". We utilized a
variety of needs assessment survey data to negotiate district site
agreements which reflected an outcomes-driven vision. In
California we have found that the local group often needs to
acquire a common information base about both best practices and
the status of existing local programs before the vision can be fully
articulated. For this reason, concurrent with needs assessment
activities, task forces generally spent a third to half of each
working meeting in self-education activities such as: having guest
speakers or panels from inclusive programs in similar districts,
viewing videotapes or slide presentations from other programs
which reflect best practices, or hearing from members within the
group about local curricular and instructional practices. This
facilitates exchange and development of a shared information base
that will enable participants to a) assess local needs and b)
develop a consensual vision or direction.
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Assessing the status of integration district-wide in relation to the
.

Multiple tools have been developed to guide this process.
PEERS Integration/Inclusive Education Local Needs Assessment
(Halvorsen, Smithey, Neary & Gilbert, rev. ed 1992) provides an
instrument for assessing a) the existing district
integration/inclusion plan, in terms of all areas from facilities and
transportation to personnel, student preparation, related services
and curriculum, as well as b) the current status of integrated
programs district-wide in the absence of an existing plan. The
assessment process is generally by committee, and can include
interviews, program observations, and document review by task
force members with interest/expertise in specific areas. Site or
puilding level needs assessment in California is guided by the
project's Implementation Site Criteria for Integrated Programs
(Halvorsen, Neary & Smithey, 1991) and its adaptation for inclusive
programs developed by PEERS with contributions fro CRl in 1992. 7
(Halvorsen et al, 1992) Each of these tools provides a standard to
guide district assessment.

Consensus building: Moving from mission and needs assessment to
policy and goals

California has operated somewhat differently than many
other states in this activity. Here, the district Integration Support
Team or task force, which represents multiple sites, develops the
mission and implementation plan, including specific goals.
activities, timelines and resources required, across all of the
critical areas, i.e. Facilities, Transportation, Related Services,
Student, Personnel and Parent Preparation, Curriculum Development,
Instructional Strategies, etc. This district level plan then moves in
two directions: upward through the administrative approval
process, and outward to individual school sites to guide their
building level planning effort. in California, PEERS observed that the
district level support and concrete plan of action was a necessary
framework for school level buy-in.

Facilitating Locally Owned/ Halvorsen 93

vé4,

3/25/93

10

~

t o




The geographic and/or population size and diversity of many
communities has been a driving force in the need for district level
planning in California, as in many similarly impacted states, such
as Virginia and New York. Critical changes in the transportation
delivery system, strategies for block scheduling to provide related
services in general education and community contexts, providing
staff development in either extremely large sparsely gr densely
populated areas are all issues that require overall planning to ensure
continuity of programming across sites and age levels. Whether at
district or schoo! site levels or both, the most exciting aspect of
this process is its collaborative nature.

Collaboration Across Constituencies to Develop the Implementation
Plan

While all educators and parents participate on teams, from
student centered IEP teams to curriculum and schoolwide planning
groups, until recently the vast majority of us received little or no
training in how to work as a team member. The ability to
collaborate in a nonheirarchical manner, with all contributors having
equal status, and each having unique expertise and perspective to
add to the process, is an acquired and essential skill. (cf Thousand &
Villa, 1990). One early inservice needed in the district and school
planning process is likely to be in collaborative teaming, utilizing
cooperative learning structures not unlike those designed for our

students to work together (Johnson & Johnson 1989; Thousand &
Villa, 1989).

At the district level, a subgroup of the integration team
planning for related services might include general and special
education administrators, nursing staff, teachers, facilities and
equipment personnel form the central office, parents, therapists and
clinicians. A school level team would be equally diverse, and could
point the direction toward changes in job descriptions, subsequent
issues around "role release", or work schedule alterations. To make
these challenging decisions and develop plans to support them
requires true collaboration across these constituencies. The
planning group itself is then providing a model for the
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implementation of integration systems change. (See Sample,
Appendix B).

The district level plan which evolves from the collaborative
efforts of the Integration/inclusive Education Support Team will
cover all essential areas with specific objectives and activities,
including, e.g. student groupings and transitions, site
selection/preparation, related service delivery, transportation,
facilities and equipment, student, staff and parent “inservice"
preparation, curriculum, and peer support systems. Perhaps the
most important aspect of the district level plan is how it will be
brought to the school site level for implementation, and in doing so,
how these plans can interface with the local school reform or
restructuring process.

nterfacing with LEA an ilding level restr ri
existing school planning process.

Sailor (1991), Skrtic, (1990) and many others have noted that
special education is now in the best position ever to share in the
restructuring agenda. For one thing, students and programs are
located at home schools, often for the first time. Students, staff
and parents are part of the school community, not visitors or people
"renting space" in the building. The process for implementation of
local plans needs to capitalize on this sense of community at the
site level. A schoolwide collaborative process to adapt the plans to
site-specific needs is required. In a wonderful example of this,
Colusa High School in rural northern California put together a team
which included everyone from Board members to students, and
developed their mission, a needs assessment utilizing quality
indicators from several sources, and an action plan for inclusion.

The district level integration "support team" or task force can
serve as a valuable resource in the actualizing of plans at the school
level. For example, members from specific schools can make
presentations to their faculty, site councils and student study teams
during the LEA planning process, to keep them apprised of events and
solicit their input. These representatives can also arrange for site
visits from school teams to demonstration programs within or
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1)

outside the district, and include opportunities for communication
with school level teams as a part of that visit. In California,
members from the Integration Resource Team in San Lorenzo Valley

Unified School District brought inclusive priorities to district
strategic planning efforts, which has resulted in several outcomes,
such as planned core curriculum infusion in the area of ability
awareness education. In Napa, California district team members
provided ability awareness education to inclusive schools when
school teams had adopted this as a goal.

Restructuring initiatives in many states are on a paraliel,
concurrent timeline with integration systems change. The primary
common feature across these initiatives is their site based
orientation, with site based management, shared decision making,
teacher empowerment, and active community participation in the
life of the school. Special education inclusive efforts bring the
infusion -of cateqorical resources (Sailor, 1991) to the systemic
restructuring process, enhancing that process and providing new
opportunities for all staff and students. In California two state
initiatives, SB 1274 (restructuring demonstrations) now in its
second year, and SB 620 (coordinated service delivery) in its first
year, provide competitive grants to school sites pursuing these
objectives. Interestingly, despite the emphasis in RFPS on including
all students in SB 1274 grants, only 25% of those funded discussed
special education in their initial grants. California's state
Department of Education has targeted those schools for additional
training and technical assistance through the California Research
Institute, in order to encourage and support schools which have
recognized this need.

Professional Growth and District Recognition

Systems change efforts must note the importance of
recognizing districts and schools that develop model programs, and
PEERS provided opportunities for their continued growth.

In California, the State Department of Education and/or systems
change projects have developed and provided support to a petwork of
implementation or demgnstration sites utilized for visitations,
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hands-on training, peer-peer contacts (e.g. principal to principal,
teacher to teacher) and ongoing professional growth through site
networking meetings and annual individualized growth plans.

Statewide Newsletters - PEERS utilized Special edge, the statewide
newsletter of the Department of Education, parent networks and the
like to publicize and highlight model or demonstration program.
These articles often focused on a specific student's story, and then
move from the student/family point of view to a larger district
perspective highlighting strengths of the program, student progress
reports, and aspects of the local change process.

Co-presentations with personnel from demonstration programs at
pational conferences such as TASH, Statewide TASH chapters and
annual general and special education statewide conferences,
regional seminars, university-based academic, courses state
sponsored leadership and innovation institutes, were also utilized.

Use of local media The "limelight" strategy has been employed
effectively in many locations to recognize exemplary programs. In
Davis, California the local paper's education editor was invited to
attend planning/advocacy meetings and then visit the inclusive
program on its very first day. This has led to a series of feature
articles over a three year period, some of which have been picked up
by neighboring city's media. This strategy not only provides well-
earned recognition, but also serves as a prime education tool for the
general public.

Specific awards to exemplary sites occur in many locations.
California implementation site personnel receive stipends for
visitations and observations in acknowledgement of the preparation
time required.

Intra _and Inter-district training PEERS and TRCCI exemplary site
staff worked individually or as team members to provide training
and technical assistance consultation to sites within and outside
their districts, as well as providing or sponsoring building level
inservices within their own schools. California also provided
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trainer inservice to site personnel to enhance their effectiveness as
trainers for these activities.

val ion

Districts can pose several questions to examine the efficacy of their

activities to promote locally-owned change. Questions asked should
reflect the local priorities, and might include:

1.

Who participated in the change process?
Were all key constituencies represented at LEA and building levels?

How satisfied were participants with the planning process?

Are the planning groups continuing to meet once implementation has
begun, to monitor, problem-solve and evaluate the change process?

Does the plan have specific objectives, timelines and evaluation
criteria for the implementation change?

How satisfied are consumers of the plans with their
implementation? (parents, educators, students and administrators)

Has the training provided to various constituencies throughout the
process addressed their needs?

Are participants using that information in local implementation?

How effective is the collaborative teaming process?

Do members feel their contributions are valuable and meaningful to
the process?

How has integration systems change become infused within overall
school reform?
Is there documented evidence of this infusion?

Are there plans to facilitate the infusion process if it is not yet in
place?
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9. Have the policies and plans developed by district and school site
teams been adopted by their respective governance structures, i.e.
Boards of Education and School Site Councils?

V.B. Increasing Awareness and Knowledge of Best Practice
Rational

As we mentioned above, knowledge and understanding of best
practices for the education of students with. severe disabilities are
essential to developing a vision for change and plans for actualizing that
vision (Servatius et al.,, 1992). While some representatives of the key
stakeholders in a district may have that gwareness level information,
they may not have had opportunities to practice that knowledge or build
their skills in best practices. This will be especially prevalent in
districts where inclusive/integrated contexts have not been developed to
date.

Constituencies that have had no_prior exposure to these
programmatic best practices, such as facilities and transportation
personnel, as well as some general educators and paraprofessionals, may
lack even awareness level information about the rationale for inciusive
education, its research base, program operation, and expected or desired
outcomes. Therefore, in order to plan together and implement effective
integration, training is necessary to provide a common foundation.

In addition to awareness and skill building inservice education that
is focused on best practices content, staff and families will often need
training in collaborative team processes in order for a systemic workable
plan to develo